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Entering into Holy Week 
 
 
In Holy Week, we experience the richest liturgical days of the year. Probably the most powerful 
moments of the week are the two readings of the Passion narrative. No other gospel readings in 
the liturgy come close to this experience in length and intensity. They challenge our strength of 
concentration, but abundantly reward our attention and close listening. 
 
 
This year on Palm Sunday we hear the Passion according to Saint Matthew. Unlike the rest of 
this gospel, where Jesus is nearly always the main actor in each scene and where he speaks often 
and sometimes at length, once the Passion begins, he becomes less and less active and more and 
more silent. We call it the Passion precisely because Jesus is passive. It is the narration of what 
he undergoes, what is done to him. The passive voice predominates: he is lead away, scourged, 
crucified, and buried. Even the resurrection is expressed in the passive voice: he is raised. 
Salvation is less the action of the Savior than it is the effect of what the Savior willingly and 
lovingly undergoes for our sake. 
 
 
Perhaps this year in particular, within the unusual and upsetting circumstances we share with 
people across the nation and around the globe, the experience of powerlessness is a good entry 
way into the heart of Holy Week. We can find in Jesus' silence the truest meaning of the silence 
we choose as a monastic practice. Silence may be for us a practice, a discipline that requires 
effort and perseverance, but at bottom it is less something we do than something we undergo. We 
only draw near to Jesus' silence when we are genuinely speechless, when we experience 
something of his powerlessness. This kind of silence carries us and takes us somewhere we 
cannot go on our own. 
 
 
A good point of entry into the Passion as recounted by Saint Matthew is an episode at the very 
beginning of the Passion narrative but that is not read in the Palm Sunday liturgy. It is a passage 
in chapter 26 (Mt 26:6-13), often entitled "The anointing at Bethany": 
 
 
Now when Jesus was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, a woman came up to him with 
an alabaster jar of very expensive ointment, and she poured it on his head, as he sat at table. But 
when the disciples saw it, they were indignant, saying, "Why this waste? For this ointment might 
have been sold for a large sum, and given to the poor." But Jesus, aware of this, said to them, 
"Why do you trouble the woman? For she has done a beautiful thing to me. For you always have 
the poor with you, but you will not always have me. In pouring this ointment on my body she has 
done it to prepare me for burial. Truly, I say to you, wherever this gospel is preached in the 
whole world, what she has done will be told in memory of her." 



 
 
 
 
Notice that the woman has no name and says nothing. By her simple but profound gesture she 
conveys so many things: she has insight into what is about to happen to Jesus, she knows him as 
Lord and makes a sign of worship. It is a simple but subtle gesture: the pouring out conveys all 
her love and simultaneously acknowledges the significance of Jesus' pouring out of himself in 
the coming Passion. 
 
 
Since this woman is given no name, we are invited to step into her role. Her silent, reverent 
attitude models for us how best to approach the events ahead. Only a deep, unspoken gesture like 
hers can adequately acknowledge the unspeakable depths of what lies ahead. Jesus' silence is the 
opposite of a distancing silence, and only in silence can we draw nearer to him in is his great 
self-offering. 
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